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Abstract We examined the mediating role of Korean
immigrant mothers’ psychological well-being in the associations between mothers’ emotional vs. instrumental support received from their kin, and their authoritarian
parenting style with their preschoolers using longitudinal
data. First-generation Korean immigrant mothers with
preschool-aged children (N = 158; Mmaternal age = 36.11
years, SD = 3.90; Mchild age = 4.43 years, SD = 1.10)
residing in Maryland, U.S., participated in three assessment
waves. Each assessment wave was 6 months apart. Mothers
reported on the amount of perceived emotional and instrumental support they received from their kin, their behavioral
acculturation towards the American culture, and their family
demographic information at Wave 1, their psychological
well-being at Wave 2, and their authoritarian parenting style
at Wave 3. The results revealed that higher levels of perceived instrumental support (but not emotional support)
received from kin predicted higher levels of maternal psychological well-being 6 months later, which in turn predicted lower levels of reported authoritarian parenting style
6 months later. Our ﬁndings highlighted the importance of
psychological well-being as a mechanism that explains how
instrumental support can impact Korean immigrant mothers’
parenting style, and the importance of distinguishing
between types of support. Services providing instrumental
support (e.g., childcare assistance) for ﬁrst-generation
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immigrant mothers, particularly those with smaller or less
effective kin networks, appear important to implement.
Keywords Emotional and instrumental support
Psychological well-being Authoritarian parenting style
Korean immigrant mothers
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●
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Introduction
One challenge of migration for many individuals involves
the loss of social ties in their home country and the rebuilding of their social support system in the host country
(Garcı ́a et al. 2002). For immigrant mothers, a supportive
social network can help alleviate adversities that arise in the
process of adapting to a new environment, which can have
important implications for their parenting (Izzo et al. 2000).
Although greater social support has been shown to be
associated with less engagement in the authoritarian parenting style among Chinese Canadian immigrant mothers
(Su and Hynie 2011), there is a distinct lack of research on
mediating processes that may explain this association.
Moreover, these processes have not been explored among
ﬁrst-generation Korean immigrant mothers of young children despite the increasing number of Korean families in the
U.S. (Zong and Batalova 2014).
Previous empirical studies have suggested that maternal
psychological well-being is a potential mediator that can
explain the effects of social support on parenting (Lee et al.
2009; Simons et al. 1993). Among Korean immigrants in
the U.S., greater perceived social support was found to be
positively associated with more positive psychological wellbeing (Shin et al. 2007). In addition, psychologically well-
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adjusted Korean immigrant mothers have been found to
engage in more positive parenting behaviors (Kim 2013).
However, the following limitations exist in the literature.
First, although the inﬂuence of social support on psychological well-being and parenting appear to depend on the
forms of support provided (e.g., emotional vs. instrumental
support), the unique effects of speciﬁc forms of support
have not been examined. Second, the effects of support
received from kin have not been explored among Korean
immigrant mothers who are known to maintain strong
kinship networks in the U.S. (Min 2006). Third, most
examinations of the effects of support on parenting have
utilized cross-sectional data, which preclude understanding
of the effects of social support over time. Last, there is great
need to examine Korean immigrant mothers’ parenting with
preschoolers because parenting during the preschool years
is associated with later school adjustment, academic
achievement, and social success (Gibson-Davis and
Grassman-Pines 2010; Oades-Sese et al. 2011).
Korean immigrants are known to maintain strong kinship
networks in the U.S. (Min 2006). Kinship refers to social
relationships among individuals related by blood or marriage
(Dykstra 2009). These relationships are further divided into
immediate family formed through lineal relationships and
extended family formed through collateral relationships
(Dykstra 2009; Johnson 2000). They tend to live within
close proximity to their kin and keep in contact with these
members in their network more than once a week (Kim and
Grant 1997). If the kin members of migrants are already
settled at the place of destination, ties among these families
tend to be intensiﬁed because they are important sources of
aid and support for migrants’ successful adaptation in the
new settlement areas (Goldenberg 1977). In fact, kinship
support is the most important resource for the settlement and
adjustment of ﬁrst-generation Korean immigrants in the U.S.
Kin members provided both ﬁnancial and nonﬁnancial
assistance, such as babysitting and legal advice, after
immigration (Kim and Hurh 1993; Min 1984). Although
previous studies have suggested the importance of social
support for Korean immigrants’ positive functioning in the
U.S., no previous study has empirically examined the role of
different types of support provided by kin in Korean
immigrant mothers’ social network in predicting their psychological well-being and parenting.
Past studies have distinguished between two forms of
social support: emotional and instrumental support. Emotional support refers to relational interactions with others
that provide intimacy, affection, security, and reassurance
(MacPhee et al. 1996; McLanahan et al. 1981). In contrast,
instrumental support refers to tangible assistance that is
received, such as helping with childcare, lending money,
and providing care during illness (MacPhee et al. 1996).
Each form of support has been found to inﬂuence support
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recipients differently (e.g., Helgeson 2003; Morelli et al.
2015). For instance, instrumental support is most needed
when individuals’ resources are insufﬁcient to meet their
needs (Jacobson 1986). When individuals perceive the
situation as controllable (e.g., separation of family members
and caring for children), receiving instrumental support
facilitates their efforts to resolve the problem (Cutrona and
Russell 1990). Moreover, instrumental support is considered to be more acceptable and expected from kin compared to non-kin such as friends or coworkers, with whom
more formal relationships are formed (Messeri et al. 1993;
Thoits 2011). In contrast, emotional support may be more
important than instrumental support if the stressor is
uncontrollable, such as being a victim of a crime (Cutrona
and Russell 1990).
Previous studies also suggest that cultural variations exist
in the forms and sources of social support available to
individuals (Kim and McKenry 1998; MacPhee et al. 1996;
Turney and Kao 2009). For instance, Anglo parents reported having more emotional support from their friends than
Hispanic and American Indian parents, whereas Hispanic
caregivers had more available babysitters from their closeknit social networks compared to parents from the other two
ethnic groups (MacPhee et al. 1996). Moreover, Turney and
Kao (2009) found that Asian immigrant parents reported
having more instrumental support from family members
than their non-immigrant Asian American counterparts.
However, the effects of each form of support on the wellbeing and parenting of Korean immigrant mothers have not
been explored.
Korean immigrant parents tend to be characterized as
more authoritarian in their parenting style, compared to their
European American counterparts (Viden 2001). This preference for the authoritarian parenting style, which is
characterized by the endorsement of strict parental control,
being less affectionate, and expectations of absolute obedience in children, has been proposed to be due to the
inﬂuence of traditional Korean familial values of interdependence, hierarchical structure, and family loyalty (Kim
et al. 1997; Kim 2005). Supporting this conjecture, a recent
study found that traditional Korean disciplinary practices
were positively related to the authoritarian parenting style
among Korean immigrant mothers. Moreover, higher levels
of adherence to their heritage culture were positively associated with the authoritarian parenting style of these
mothers (Cho et al. 2013).
Social support, including emotional and instrumental
support, has been found to be related to mothers’ parenting
behaviors and styles (Andresen and Telleen 1992). Speciﬁcally, emotional and instrumental support were associated
with less punitive parenting behaviors among Hispanic
American mothers who were under stress (Hashima and
Amato 1994), and greater perceived neighborhood support
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predicted the use of less physical punishment among
Cambodian immigrant mothers in the U.S. (Tajima and
Harachi 2010). Moreover, less social support in general
was found to be related to Chinese Canadian immigrant
mothers’ engagement in authoritarian parenting (Su and
Hynie 2011). Thus, it is important to examine how social
support may impact Korean immigrant mothers’ parenting,
speciﬁcally their reported engagement in the authoritarian
parenting style.
A model of social support (Aneshensel and Stone 1982)
posits that social support has a beneﬁcial effect on well-being
(Armstrong et al. 2005). Social support is proposed to have a
direct and indirect effect on parenting through parents’ psychological well-being (Belsky 1984; Simons et al. 1993;
Suzuki 2010). According to a conceptual framework proposed by Armstrong et al. (2005), social support inﬂuences
parental well-being, which in turn inﬂuences parenting. Such
processes suggest a temporal aspect of the pathways among
social support, psychological well-being, and parenting, but
this has not been empirically examined in Korean immigrant
samples with longitudinal data. Thus, the examination of the
mediating role of Korean immigrant mothers’ psychological
well-being in these associations, to further understand the
mechanisms through which Korean immigrant mothers’ social
support may impact their parenting, is needed.
Psychological well-being comprises multiple aspects of
positive psychological functioning, including self-acceptance, purpose in life, personal growth, autonomy, environmental mastery, and positive relations with others (Ryff
1989). Psychological well-being is especially important for
immigrant mothers since they may face acculturation and
adjustment challenges (Schnittker 2002). Importantly, psychologically well-adjusted mothers were found to engage in
more positive parenting behaviors, such as being more
engaged and warm toward their children (Belsky1984;
Cheah et al. 2009; MacPhee et al. 1996). Moreover, Chinese
immigrant mothers with higher psychological well-being
reported using less authoritarian parenting practices (Yu
et al. 2016). Thus, the potential beneﬁcial effects of positive
psychological functioning for decreasing coercive parenting
among Korean immigrant mothers should be explored.
Past literature also suggests that perceived social support
is an important predictor of psychological well-being
(Balaji et al. 2007; Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. 2006). For
example, Shin et al. (2007) found that higher levels of
perceived social support were positively associated with
psychological well-being among Korean immigrants in the
U.S. (Shin et al. 2007). Moreover, social support received
from family and relatives has been reported to beneﬁt
immigrants’ psychological well-being (Finch and Vega
2003; Garcı ́a et al. 2002; Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. 2006).
Speciﬁcally, instrumental support may be more effective for
lessening situational burdens or demands directly,
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compared to emotional support (Min 1984; Thoits 2011). In
particular, instrumental support may be more important for
Korean immigrant mothers’ psychological well-being due to
the Korean gender ideology of “wise mother and good
wife,” which may pressure them to be fully responsible for
childcare and housework chores, particularly with their
less extensive support networks in the U.S. compared to that
in Korea (Kim and Chung 2011). Thus, material and
practical aid provided by kin members may be more beneﬁcial for mothers' psychological well-being and parenting
than emotional support, particularly among ﬁrst-generation
immigrant mothers with young children who need more
tangible assistance such as language translation, ﬁnancial
aid, career-related networking and childcare assistance
(Min 1984).
Perceived emotional support from family members, relatives, and friends has been known to positively inﬂuence
individuals’ psychological well-being and reduce emotional
distress (Thoits 2011). Immigrant mothers may be at greater
risk for emotional problems than non-mother immigrants due
to caregiver strain and burden in conjunction with other
immigration-related obstacles including racism, discrimination, and unemployment (Browne et al. 2017). Emotional
support was found to be the most important form of support in
its association with postpartum depression among immigrant
mothers from China or Vietnam (Chen et al. 2016). However,
no study has examined the relative contributions of instrumental vs. emotional support in their associations with
maternal psychological well-being and subsequent parenting.
The aim of the present study was to examine the mediating role of Korean immigrant mothers’ psychological
well-being in the longitudinal associations between their
emotional vs. instrumental support received from kin, and
their authoritarian parenting style. Overall, instrumental
support from kin members in Korean immigrant mothers’
social network (measured at Wave 1) was predicted to be
more strongly and positively associated with their psychological well-being (measured at Wave 2, 6 months later),
and their parenting style (measured at Wave 3, 12 months
later) than emotional support received from kin. Moreover,
Korean immigrant mothers who received more support from
kin were expected to report higher levels of psychological
well-being. In turn, higher levels of maternal psychological
well-being were expected to be predict less reported use of
the authoritarian parenting style.

Method
Participants
The sample was taken from a larger two-year longitudinal
data set, which includes four assessment waves. In the
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present study, we used data from the ﬁrst, second, and third
assessments. At Wave 1, the sample included 158 ﬁrstgeneration immigrant mothers (Mage = 36.11 years, SD =
3.90) from South Korea with preschoolers (Mage =
4.43years, SD = 1.10) residing in Maryland, U.S. Of this
sample, 105 mothers responded to the second assessment
wave, and 82 mothers responded to all three assessment
waves. All mothers were married and most of them (73.8%)
had at least a college degree. The mothers had been in the
U.S. for an average of 10.5 years. The families’ Hollingshead index ranged from 17 to 66, with 64.6% of participants
classiﬁed as middle-class (i.e., Hollingshead scores were 40
or greater; Hollingshead 1975). Both mothers and fathers
were ethnically Korean.
We conducted a logistic regression analysis to examine
whether attrition from Wave 1 to Wave 3 was related to the
sample characteristics and the study variables (n = 158 at
Wave 1, n = 105 at Wave 2, and n = 82 at Wave 3). Speciﬁcally, we regressed attrition (dropout = 1, retention = 0)
on the demographic characteristics of maternal age, years of
U.S. residency, socioeconomic status (SES), and all other
study variables at Wave 2 (Nagelkerke R2 = .04) and Wave
3 (Nagelkerke R2 = .13). The results revealed that none of
the variables signiﬁcantly predicted attrition, indicating that
attrition was unrelated to these background characteristics.
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Thus, mothers need to fulﬁll or be aware of the physical as
well as socioemotional and cognitive needs of children as
they develop (Bornstein et al. 2010), which could inﬂuence
mothers’ psychological well-being and parenting style.
Moreover, we could have potentially missed important
developmental changes during this early developmental
period if we have implemented a 1-year lag. Therefore, we
chose a 6-month interval period because it is sufﬁcient to
allow us to test temporal aspects of the pathways among the
variables of interest (Lengua et al. 2007) but not so long as
to allow for too many changes to occur.
Measures
All the measures originally available in English were forward- and back-translated into Korean by bilingual
researchers in order to ensure that the same meaning was
kept in both versions (Peña 2007). All discrepancies were
resolved through discussions between translators.
Family demographics information
The Family Description Measure (FDM; Bornstein 1991)
was used to obtain demographic information on mothers’
age, years of U.S. residency, parents’ occupation and level
of education to calculate their socioeconomic status.

Procedures
Social support
Participants were recruited from Asian grocery stores,
Korean churches, preschools, and public libraries in
Maryland. With the permission of appropriate personnel
from each recruiting site, an information session was hosted
to provide mothers with opportunities to ask questions and
sign up to participate. A phone screening was initially
conducted with mothers who expressed interest in participating to verify their eligibility, including whether the
mother was the primary caregiver of a healthy child
between the ages of 3 to 6 years, and that both parents were
ethnically Korean. The mothers’ preferred language was
also identiﬁed. After the phone screening, a home visit was
scheduled for data collection for Wave 1. During the home
visit, bilingual research assistants ﬁrst reviewed informed
consent forms approved by the ﬁrst author’s Institutional
Review Board (IRB) with the mothers, and a copy of the
consent forms was given to the mothers for their records.
Mothers then completed the semi-structured interview and
questionnaires in their preferred language. The mothers
were assessed again 6 months later at Wave 2, and 6 months
after that at Wave 3. Thus, all three Waves were 6 months
apart. Each wave was 6 months apart (cf. Chang) because
our participants were mothers of young children, and young
children develop rapidly within a 6-month period in terms
of language, cognitive, and socio-emotional development.

The Social Network Questionnaire (SNQ; Antonucci 1986)
was administered in a semi-interview format to measure
social support and social network. The mothers were presented with a hierarchical social mapping diagram of three
concentric circles with the word “you” in the center and
asked to picture themselves in the middle. The mothers
were asked to place the members of their social networks
into three concentric circles, ranging from very close relationship in the inner circle to less close in the outer circle.
Kin was deﬁned as immediate (e.g., spouse, parents, children, grandparents, and siblings) or extended family (e.g.,
aunts, uncles, cousins, and other family; Levitt et al. 1993).
Mothers then answered a set of questions to assess the total
amount of perceived emotional support (5 items; e.g., “Are
there people who you talk to when you are upset, nervous,
or depressed?” and “Are there people who make you feel
good about yourself?”) and instrumental support (4 items;
e.g., “Are there people who give you money when you
really need it?” and “Are there people who babysit for you if
you want to go out to have fun?”) that they received from
kin across all levels within their network structure. For each
item, the participants were asked to determine the total
number of persons who provide such support. The total
score was then calculated by the sum of the total number of
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people across the 5 or 4 items (for emotional and instrumental support, respectively) who provided the speciﬁc type
of support. This measure has been shown to be valid across
age, ethnicities, and social classes (Antonucci and Akiyama
1987). In the present sample, Cronbach’s α’s = .84 and .73
for emotional and instrumental support, respectively. The
SNQ data were collected at Wave 1.

Psychological well-being
The 18-item version of Ryff’s Psychological Well-Being
Scale (RWBS; Ryff 1995) was used to measure mothers’
psychological well-being in terms of their self-acceptance,
positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental
mastery, purpose in life, and personal growth. The RWBS
has been validated among diverse ethnic groups (Ryff
2014), including Korean immigrants (Cheah et al. 2016).
Mothers responded to each item on a scale of 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Examples of items include:
(a) self-acceptance, “I like most aspects of my personality”;
(b) positive relations with others, “People would describe
me as a giving person, willing to share my time with others”; (c) autonomy, “I judge myself by what I think is
important, not by what others think is important”; (d)
environmental mastery, “I am quite good at mastering the
many responsibilities of my daily life”; (e) purpose in life,
“Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am not
one of them”; and (f) personal growth, “For me, life has
been a continuous process of learning, changing, and
growth” (Ryff 1989). An overall well-being composite score
was created by summing across all items. Cronbach’s alpha
for the overall composite in the present study was .79. The
RWBS data were collected at Wave 2.

Authoritarian parenting style
A modiﬁed version of Parenting Styles Dimensions Questionnaire (PSDQ; Robinson et al. 2001; Wu et al. 2002) was
used to assess mothers’ authoritarian parenting style. This
measure has been validated in a Korean immigrant sample
(Shin et al. 2010). The authoritarian parenting style subscale
is comprised of: (a) physical coercion (5 items; e.g., “I guide
my child by punishment more than by reason”); (b) verbal
hostility (3 items; e.g., “I yell or shout when my child
misbehaves”); and (c) non-reasoning/punitive (3 items; e.g.,
“I punish by taking privileges away from my child with little
if any explanations”). Mothers rated the frequency of their
parenting behaviors described in each item on a scale of 1
(never) to 5 (always). The Cronbach’s alpha for the
authoritarian parenting style subscale was .90 for the present sample. The PSDQ data were gathered at Wave 3.
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Acculturation
In order to control for the effects of maternal acculturation,
the Cultural and Social Acculturation Scale (CSAS; Lee
1996) was used to measure mothers’ behavioral acculturation towards the mainstream (American) culture in areas of
social activities, language proﬁciency, and lifestyle. This
measure has been validated in a Korean immigrant sample
(Shin et al. 2010). Sample items include, “How well do you
speak in English?”, and “How often do you watch TV in
English?” with scales ranging from 1 (e.g., “Almost never,”
“Extremely poor,” or “Not at all”) to 5 (e.g., “More than once
a week,” “Extremely well,” or “Very much”). The 11 items
were summed. Higher score indicates higher level of
behavioral acculturation towards the mainstream culture. In
the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefﬁcient was α
= .85. The CSAS data were gathered at Wave 1.
Data Analyses
Missing values were handled using full information maximum likelihood (FIML) through Mplus (Muthén and
Muthén 1998–2012) after ﬁnding no patterns in the missing
data using Little’s MCAR test, χ2 (34) = 26.68, p = .81. The
FIML procedure has been found to produce approximately
unbiased parameter estimates, particularly at small sample
sizes (N = 100; Enders and Bandalos 2001).
Path analysis was performed using Mplus (Muthén and
Muthén 1998–2012) to explore the model ﬁt and to examine
direct and indirect effects among the variables. To test for
the signiﬁcance of the indirect effects, p-values and conﬁdence intervals were estimated using bootstrapping
methods with 5000 replicates and bias-corrected conﬁdence intervals because the distribution of indirect effect
coefﬁcients usually violates normality assumption (Preacher
and Hayes 2008). The overall model ﬁt was evaluated
using the following goodness-of-ﬁt indices: A chi-square
test of model ﬁt, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), comparative ﬁt index (CFI), and
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). Statistically non-signiﬁcant χ2 value suggests a good model
ﬁt, RMSEA value below .08 and CFI value above .90
indicate acceptable model ﬁt. CFI value greater than .95,
RMSEA value less than .05, and SRMR value less than .08
are all considered good ﬁt (Bollen 1989; Hu and Bentler
1999).

Results
Correlations among the main study variables are presented
in Table 1. Overall, greater emotional and instrumental
supports received from kin were positively and signiﬁcantly
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(b = 0.001, SE = 0.002, 95% CI [−0.001, 0.007]). However, the indirect effect of maternal psychological wellbeing in the association between instrumental support
received from kin and their authoritarian parenting style was
statistically signiﬁcant (b = −0.008, SE = 0.004, 95%
[−0.019, −0.002]). That is, higher levels of perceived
instrumental support received from kin was related to higher
levels of maternal psychological well-being, which in turn
was related to lower levels of reported authoritarian parenting style.

correlated with maternal psychological well-being. In
addition, maternal psychological well-being was negatively
correlated with authoritarian parenting style. Emotional and
instrumental supports received from kin were not signiﬁcantly correlated with authoritarian parenting style.
A path model was conducted to examine the mediating
role of maternal psychological well-being (measured at Wave
2) on the associations between perceived emotional and
instrumental social support (measured at Wave 1) and
authoritarian parenting style (measured at Wave 3). In this
path analysis, we controlled for mothers’ behavioral acculturation towards the American culture and parents’ SES
(Fig. 1). All covariates and exogenous variables were allowed
to co-vary except for the covariance between SES and two
forms of social support because both covariances were
not signiﬁcant. The goodness-of-ﬁt indices indicated that
the model ﬁt the data well (χ2 (25) = 3.63, p > .05, CFI =
.96, RMSEA = .07, SRMR = .04). The RMSEA value
indicated an acceptable model ﬁt whereas the indices of χ2,
CFI, and SRMR indicated a good ﬁt. Therefore, statistical
signiﬁcances of direct and indirect effects of the model were
subsequently examined to reveal the results of hypotheses
testing.
Figure 1 shows the estimated unstandardized coefﬁcients
for all direct paths. Greater instrumental support received
from kin signiﬁcantly predicted higher levels of maternal
psychological well-being (b = 0.43, SE = 0.17, p < .05).
Also, higher maternal psychological well-being signiﬁcantly predicted less reported engagement in the
authoritarian parenting style (b = −0.02, SE = 0.01, p
< .05). Direct effects from the two forms of support
received from kin to authoritarian parenting style were not
statistically signiﬁcant.
Indirect effects were examined using a bias-corrected
bootstrapping approach. The indirect effect involving
emotional support, maternal psychological well-being, and
authoritarian parenting style was not statistically signiﬁcant

Discussion
The present study examined the mediating role of Korean
immigrant mothers’ psychological well-being in the associations between their emotional vs. instrumental support
received from their kin and their reported engagement in the
authoritarian parenting style 12 months later. Our correlational results revealed that both instrumental and emotional
support received from kin were positively correlated with
maternal psychological well-being 6 months later. However, when both forms of support were examined in the
same model, only instrumental support predicted positive
psychological well-being. Speciﬁcally, Korean immigrant
mothers who received more instrumental support from their
kin reported higher levels of psychological well-being
6 months later.
Instrumental support received from kin had greater
effects on Korean immigrant mothers’ psychological wellbeing than emotional support. Korean immigrants’ familycentered social support systems are maintained through
cultural values that emphasize strong feelings of interdependence within the kinship network (Kim et al. 2006).
For ﬁrst-generation Korean immigrants, the challenges of
immigration may require more tangible assistance such as
language translation, ﬁnancial aid, career-related

Table 1 Correlations among the Main Variables
1

2

3

4

5

–

1. Emotional support received from kin at W1
2. Instrumental support received from kin at W1

.73**

3. Psychological well-being at W2

.24*

4. Authoritarian parenting style at W3

.04

5. Behavioral acculturation towards mainstream culture at W1

.30**

6. Socioeconomic status at W1

.09

–
.36**
−.00
.31**
.17*

.48**
.21*

.15

Standard deviation

13.96

6.97

11.16

0.55

0–77

0–36

64–117

1–4.38

Note: W1, W2, and W3 refer to Wave 1, Wave 2, and Wave 3, respectively

89.89

–
−.15

24

*p < .05; **p < .01

10.96

–
−.33**

Mean
Ranges

6

1.84

–
.31**
32.05

–
48.78

8.54

12.68

13–52

17–66
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Fig. 1 Path model with
unstandardized coefﬁcients.
Note: Numbers in parentheses
indicate standard errors.
*p < .05. ***p < .001

networking, and childcare assistance. Such needs may be
particularly salient for immigrant mothers with young
children. These mothers may rely primarily on family and
relatives to offer active coping assistance as receiving
instrumental support from these sources is considered more
appropriate than from other sources (Messeri et al. 1993).
The Korean immigrant families in our sample were
generally of middle-class socioeconomic status. However,
39% of these mothers were employed. Previous research
has found that when Korean immigrant mothers do not
make an income contribution to the family ﬁnances, they
are restricted in their ability to spend money without their
husbands’ permission, and tend to have a little discrete
money that they control for their own interests (Lim 1997).
Thus, perceived tangible support may then increase a sense
of ﬁnancial security that contributes to immigrants’ wellbeing (Yoon and Lee 2010). Moreover, two items from the
instrumental support scale that we utilized pertained to
childcare assistance. Childcare assistance from a grandmother or other relatives may be perceived to be the most
trust-worthy, reliable and valuable type of support sought
by both non-employed and employed ﬁrst generation Korean immigrant mothers of young children, as kin-provided
child care has been traditionally and widely practiced in
Korean society (Lee and Bauer 2013). Thus, the perceived
childcare support provided by kin would likely enhance
ﬁrst-generation Korean immigrant mothers’ well-being.
Finally, one item from the instrumental support scale
asked about sources of care for the mother herself when she
is sick. A previous qualitative study found that ﬁrstgeneration Korean Americans’ primary source of healthrelated help and advice came from their relatives (Kim et al.

2015). These ﬁndings reﬂect the concept of Korean familism that views kin as the only group on which one can
unconditionally rely and trust (Lee and Bauer 2013).
However, in terms of psychological and emotional matters,
ﬁrst-generation Korean immigrant mothers may be more
likely to avoid or be less inclined to discuss such issues with
their kin because controlling one’s emotions is considered a
virtue reﬂecting good character that promotes the maintenance of cohesion within the group in collectivistic cultures (Safdar et al. 2009; Uba 1994). In addition, when
examined together, instrumental support may play a more
signiﬁcant role in ﬁrst-generation Korean immigrant
mothers’ well-being than emotional support because immigrant societies are fundamentally embedded with the
mindset of achieving the American dream through ﬁnancial
success and making a better living for their children and for
themselves (Hong and Hong 1996; Park 1998). Such goals
are likely prioritized over socio-emotional needs for ﬁrstgeneration immigrants. Therefore, instrumental support to
support these goals would likely have a greater perceived
signiﬁcance than emotional support for this population. One
caveat from the conclusion regarding the positive effects of
instrumental support on maternal psychological well-being
is that the effects likely vary depending on the speciﬁc kin
members providing the support (e.g., spouse, parent, or
sibling) or the particular type of instrumental support (e.g.,
ﬁnancial support vs. childcare assistance), which should be
explored in future research.
According to the task-speciﬁc model, individuals prefer
help from different sources of support (e.g., kin vs. friends)
depending upon the nature of the task and service (Messeri
et al. 1993). Individuals prefer kin for ﬁnancial assistance
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(Hanlon 1982), temporary child care (Hanlon 1982; Litwak
and Szelenyi 1969), and help with household chores (Litwak 1985) because these tasks require caregivers with longterm commitment, which is characteristically shared by kin
(Messeri et al. 1993). The aid from kin may be even more
salient among Korean immigrant mothers who are characterized as having a strong kinship network in the U.S.
Instrumental support from kin may increase Korean immigrant mothers’ psychological well-being by promoting their
capacity to effectively manage the challenges of navigating
the new environment and reduce situational demands
(Thoits 2011). In contrast, emotional support from kin may
be relatively less effective in promoting well-being because
kin may devote more attention to problem-solving by providing material and practical aid to alleviate their loved
one’s distress as quickly as possible (Thoits 2011). Moreover, sharing emotional and personal distress with family is
considered less culturally appropriate in Asian cultures
compared to Western cultures because emotional distress
may risk undermining harmony within family relationships
(Taylor et al. 2004).
Importantly, we found that Korean immigrant mothers’
psychological well-being fully accounted for the association
between their received instrumental support and reported
engagement in the authoritarian parenting style. Korean
immigrant mothers with higher levels of psychological
well-being, which are promoted by the receipt of greater
instrumental support from kin, are less likely to engage in
punitive tactics, physical coercion, and verbal hostility with
their children. Kin-provided instrumental support may
allow Korean immigrant mothers to develop a greater sense
of environmental mastery and purpose in life. In turn,
positive psychological functioning may build immigrant
mothers’ feelings of conﬁdence in their parenting role
(Costigan and Koryzma 2011; Farmer and Lee 2011).
Mothers with more psychological resources were less likely
to engage in coercive parenting practices that focus on
obtaining child compliance 6 months later.
Limitations
Several limitations of this study should be noted. First, the
current study only examined Korean immigrants in a speciﬁc geographical region (Maryland and Washington D.C.
metropolitan area). The Washington D. C. metropolitan area
is the third-largest ethnic Korean community in the U.S. and
Korean immigrants living in this area tend to be more
highly educated (Oh et al. 2014). Thus, generalizations of
the ﬁndings from this study to Korean immigrants in other
regions of the country should be made cautiously. Moreover, we only examined kinship networks. The role of nonkin social support requires exploration, particularly for
Korean immigrants in the U.S. who are also proposed to
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have strong networks through afﬁliation with Korean ethnic
churches and maintain intimate friendship networks with
church members both inside and outside the church (Min
1992).
Second, the design of this study was not ideal for
examining longitudinal associations since previous levels of
each variable were not controlled for in the present investigation (Mitchell and Maxwell 2013). We are therefore
cautious about ascribing causation to these relationships.
Third, by utilizing only self-report measures, mothers’
responses may be inﬂuenced by social desirability. Therefore, additional third-person sources of data (e.g., a spouse
or friend) regarding support and observational data on
parenting should be utilized in future studies. Finally,
additional information on the speciﬁc sources of support
within the kin networks and the different forms of instrumental vs. emotional support would further elucidate the
unique functions of these supports. Future studies that
overcome these limitations and examine the role of speciﬁc
source (e.g., spouse vs. parent) and nature of support (e.g.,
ﬁnancial aid or childcare) in promoting maternal psychological well-being and positive parenting behaviors are
needed.
Despite these limitations, results from this study suggest
that Korean immigrant mothers’ psychological well-being is
an important mediator that explains how instrumental support can impact their parenting style. These ﬁndings can
inform related future research that focuses on ways to
enhance Korean immigrant mothers’ psychological wellbeing. Future studies should also consider examining the
effects of non-kinship-based social support on psychological well-being during the immigrant settlement process
(Simich et al. 2005).
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